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What is Wart, the 
Right Whale, 
Telling Us? 

by Meg Sheehan on January 28, 2013 

Wart, an endangered North Atlantic right whale, was discovered in Plymouth Harbor in Cape Cod Bay 
on January 12, 2013, with her newborn calf. It has been 27 years since a right whale mother and calf 

have been sighted in Cape Cod Bay in January. 

There are fewer than 500 North Atlantic right whales on Earth. Part of Cape Cod Bay is the whale's 
"critical habitat" under the federal Endangered Species Act. Wart's birthing of a calf was probably only 
the second time this happened in the waters off the Northeast coast. On January 14, 2012, Wart swam 

very close to Entergy's Pilgrim nuclear power station in Plymouth. 



Local groups have asked the federal National Marine Fisheries Service to conduct a thorough 
assessment of Pilgrim's impact on endangered species such as right whales. 
Under the federal Endangered Species Act, dumping heated, polluted water on right whales could 
be illegal. If right whales were subjected to Pilgrim's thermal pollution, Entergy could be liable for 

a $25,000 civil penalty or $50,000 criminal fine for each violation. 

Is Warl's warning us about nuclear safety? 

Wart and her calf were unofficially reported within 100 yards of Pilgrim - inside the 500 yard "exclusion 
zone." The zone was established after 9/11 to try to prevent a hostile attack on the reactor, which could 

explode the nuclear waste stored there. There is more radioactive Cesium 137 stored at Pilgrim than was 
ever released by every nuclear bomb ever exploded in the atmosphere. An explosion at Pilgrim would 

have unimaginable consequences. "Emergency preparedness" in the event of a nuclear accident at 
Pilgrim is a hot topic in the region. Maybe Wart wants to know, "what's the emergency plan for me 

and my calf'? 



Wart in front of Pilgrim nuclear, Plymouth MA, January, 2013 

Is Warl's message about climate change? 

On Inauguration Day, January 21, 2013, Wart was spotted from the shoreline at Pilgrim (this was an 
unofficial report). The President's Inaugural Address that day gave climate change center stage. Was 
Wart here to reinforce the President's remarks about the need to respond to the threat of climate 
change? 

Climate change and ocean warming presents risks to right whales in at least two ways. First, right 
whales usually give birth in warmer waters off Florida and Georgia. The oceans may be warming up so 
much that Wart's instincts are telling her Cape Cod Bay could be a suitable calving ground -and that 
Florida and Georgia are too hot. According to Regina Asmutis-Silva, Senior Biologist at Whale and 
Dolphin Conservation, the "water temperature here is a lot warmer than we would expect this time of 
year. And it's probably closer to April" temperatures. 

Second, climate change may be affecting Wart's ability to get adequate food while in Cape Cod Bay. 
Wart needs a specific plankton called a copepod. This plankton tends to be a very cold-water species. 

According to Regina Asmutis-Silva, if the water temperature in the Bay is warm enough for the whales to 
calf, that could mean it is not cold enough for the copepods. 

World-renown Right Whale expert Dr. Charles "Stormy" Mayo from the Provincetown Center for 
Coastal Studies echoes concerns about climate change. "The Cape Cod Bay habitat appears to be 
changing dramatically and there is some question as to whether the habitat change is in response to 
changes in condition along the entire east coast. There is a real question as to whether this changing 

environment will be nurturing to mother and calves." Read Dr. Mayo's comments to NMFS here. '"-""..::::=:._:__ 

Is Warl telling us she needs more living space? 



In 2009, conservation groups asked the federal government to expand the right whale critical habitat into 
the Western part of the Bay, near Plymouth. Read the petition here. 

In 2010, the government provided a notice as required by law, but has not decided on the conservation 
group petition yet. See, Maybe Wart was asking for a more room to nurse her calf. 

Is Warl telling us to clean up our act? 

Habitat degradation is one reason the right whale is endangered. Pollution contributes to habitat 
degradation. Entergy's Pilgrim nuclear reactor is certainly the biggest single industrial polluter on 
Cape Cod Bay. It was named one of the "Dirty Dozen" polluters by Toxics Action Center in 2012. If we 

want to stop pollution that contributes to habitat degradation for right whales, cleaning up Pilgrim's 
pollution is good place to start. 

Since 1972, Pilgrim has been using Cape Cod Bay as a dump for polluted cooling water. Pilgrim takes in 
almost one half billion gallons a day of water out of Cape Cod Bay, sucking in and killing fish, plankton, 

and small marine life. Since 1972, Pilgrim has sucked in an amount of water equal to the entire volume of 
Cape Cod Bay. That water is discharged 
back into the Bay up to 32 degrees hotter every day Pilgrim operates. Sometimes Entergy dumps 
water heated as high as 120 degrees. The "pollution zone" affected by Pilgrim in Cape Cod Bay 
covers at least four square miles. [see page 3: the thermal plume covers 
3,000 acres and extends out about 1.3 miles] Entergy is allowed to operate its cooling water system 

under a Clean Water Act permit that is 16 years old. This permit was last reviewed for it's environmental 
impacts in 1991. 

Listening to Warl 

Groups throughout the region are responding to Wart's concerns in three ways. 

Asking U.S. EPA and the state Department of Environmental Protection to put an end to 
Entergy's use of its destructive "once through cooling water system." 

Asking National Marine Fisheries Service to better assess the impacts on endangered 
species, including the North Atlantic right whale, from Pilgrim's continued operations. 

Advocating for strict oversight of Entergy's plans to build a high level nuclear waste facility 
in the coastal zone at Pilgrim. Local, state and federal regulators play a role in deciding what 

and where Entergy builds the facility. Local residents are seeking transparency at all levels of the 
process. 

Wart's appearance in Plymouth, America's Hometown, is auspicious. Plymouth is confronted 
with the legacy of nuclear power that presents an unacceptable health and safety risk, and 

pollutes the Bay. 

It's time to listen to Wart. 

Sources: 

News about Wart: 

Fight For Survival: New-born Right Whale In Cape Cod Bay Faces Many Challenges To Survive. 



Living on Earth, January 18, 2012: Right Whales, Wrong Place 

Amount of cesium 137 in Pilgrim's spent fuel pools: 

Nuclear Safety at Pilgrim: 


